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March General Meeting
Monday, March 27, 7 p.m.
Home of Verna Rollinger 
 
April Board Meeting
Saturday, April 1, 9 a.m.
Home of Mary Ives

Village Entrance: Lagunans Speak Up for Restoration of 
Digester Tower 

The City Council’s recent decision (with only Steve Dicterow dissenting) 
to postpone indefinitely the long-promised restoration of the historic 
sewer digester tower was the topic of discussion at our February general 
meeting, and at the Council meeting the following night we asked for a 
reconsideration. Village Laguna was joined by the Beautification Council, 
the Laguna Beach Historical Society, and the Chamber of Commerce in 
urging councilmembers to go ahead with the work as originally planned. 

The money for the restoration and the removal of the remaining sludge 
from the tower has already been budgeted, and in fact this year’s tax 
windfall has permitted the addition of $700,000 to the funding of the 
project as a whole. The building already has electricity and water and is 
currently in use for storage by the Police Department. Plans for restoring 
the building have been drawn up by Morris Skenderian. Restoration can 
proceed without waiting for a decision about an eventual use because the 
work will be guided and constrained by the structure’s status as historic. 
Public support for the restoration has been solid since 1989 and was 
apparent in the workshops held in the most recent phase of the planning 
process.   

We hope that the Council will reverse its posture on this issue before the 
plans for the Village Entrance are considered final. 

 

Potluck and Business Meeting Scheduled for March 27

At our next general meeting we’ll approve a budget for 2017 and discuss 
current issues after a simple potluck supper. Bring your favorite dish to 
share. We’ll meet at Verna Rollinger’s, 825 Park Avenue, at 7 p.m. on 
Monday, March 27. 



History of the Digester Tower and 
the Lagunans Who Built It 

The tower on the Village Entrance site is a remnant of 
a sewage treatment plant that was part of the city’s first 
improvement district, a comprehensive sewer system 
that would protect the beaches from contamination. 
The decision to construct the system, which included 
a sewer line from Sleepy Hollow south to the city 
limits with branch lines and pumping stations at 
seven locations and a 400-foot outfall at the end 
of Jasmine Street, was the culmination of what the 
Los Angeles Times described as a three-year battle, 
with the City Council split 3–2 and a city engineer 
dismissed and later rehired in the process. Petitions 
were presented by oceanfront residents objecting to 
the location of the line on the inland side of Coast 
Boulevard (where sewage would have to be pumped 
up to it) and by canyon and downtown residents 
protesting the location of the plant (which they felt 
should be placed far from residences and businesses). 

The engineering firm F. S. Currie of San Bernardino 
was hired to prepare plans for the system on May 6, 
1931, and on September 2 the council accepted them. 
On October 21 residents presented a petition with 
131 signatures asking for the sale of bonds amounting 
to $180,000. On November 18 the council heard 
from 94 residents protesting the bond sale and then, 
on a 3–2 vote, adopted a resolution overruling the 
protests and another resolution setting the election 
for November 30.  (According to the Times, the 
councilmen voting yes had been elected in 1930 on a 
platform of “progress with economy.”) Mayor Frank 

Champion objected to the location of the outfall, 
saying that he didn’t want the sewage from Arch 
Beach dumped in his front yard, but Currie said that 
the complete treatment of the sewage would insure 
against odors. 

The results of the election were reported on December 
7: of the 314 votes in the proposed sewer district, 230 
were in favor of the proposal. (Registered voters in 
the district were estimated at 500; a general election 
in 1934 drew 739 votes in the city as a whole.) The 
bonds were issued, and on January 6, 1932, the 
council learned that there had been no buyers.

The following June, councilmen received letters from 
residents (including the Chamber of Commerce) 
suggesting the pursuit of federal funds, which had 
just become available under the New Deal, and they 
agreed to apply for a loan from the Public Works 
Administration.  In early December they got word 
from the PWA rejecting their application “for 
financial reasons” and suggesting that someone from 
the city make a personal appearance before the board. 
N. Elliot West (a local realtor married into the Yoch 
family of the Hotel Laguna, who went on to become 
an Orange County supervisor from 1935 to 1942), 
was appointed to represent the city in Washington 
and given the train fare for the trip. On January 4, 
1934, a combined grant and loan of $190,000 (split 
$39,000 and $151,000) was approved by the PWA. 
The Chamber of Commerce invited West, Currie, 
and councilmen to celebrate the success at its annual 
dinner on January 10. 

At a council meeting on January 17, according to the 
Times, “the chamber was crowded with citizens eager 
to learn what relief will be afforded the unemployed 
of Laguna by the sewer project.” C. B. Fallert of the 
federal reemployment service for Orange County 
announced that local men would get the sewer jobs. 
The order of preference in hiring would begin with 
ex-servicemen with dependents and continue with 
married men with dependents, single ex-servicemen, 
and single civilians. Miriam Hedges Smith, who was 
in charge of local unemployment relief, reported that 
she had 230 men registered and available for work on 
the project. Under the conditions of the loan, work 
on the project would be limited to six five-hour days 
a week, and only local workers would be hired. As 
far as practicable, human labor would be preferred 
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Name(s)
 
______________________________________________________________________________________________

Address _______________________________________________________________________________________________
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_____________________________________________ Email_______________________________________

I have enclosed my check for the following membership (I understand the amount is not tax-deductible):

Basic - $40/individual, $60/family

Supporter - $150/family (includes 2 t-shirts)

Sustainer - $250/family (includes 2 Charm House Tour tickets and 2 t-shirts)

Contact Treasurer Richard Picheny at 295-0545 or rpicheny@gmail.com to arrange for automatic monthly or quarterly payments. 
Mail to Village Laguna, PO Box 1309, Laguna Beach, CA 92652

Please send me my newsletter electronically instead of by mail.

to machinery. Workers would be paid the federal 
minimum wage, $1.10 an hour for skilled workers 
and 45¢ an hour for unskilled. This was considered to 
“provide, for the hours of labor as limited, a standard 
of living in decency and comfort.” 

During the next month the council adopted the federal 
wage scale for the project, called for bids, began 
pursuing rights of way for the sewer line, and had 
the property intended for the sewage treatment plant 
appraised. On February 9 the bids were opened, and 
the lowest bidder, J. C. Hickey, at $161,806 (of which 
$72,000 was for the treatment plant), was selected. 
The contract was awarded February 21. The South Coast 
News printed a rendering of the proposed building 
that reportedly “caused several people who did not 
like the idea of a plant of this nature being erected in 
Laguna Canyon to change their ideas.” The headline 
read “NEW LAGUNA SEWAGE TREATMENT 
PLANT IS ATTRACTIVE IN DESIGN.” 

Work on the project began in August 1934, with an 
initial crew of 60–70 that was expected to increase in 
size over time. In the next months the deeds to the 
property purchased for the plant were received from 
Earl C. Gray and Marie Thurston, and Arthur J. Stead 
was hired as city engineer to oversee the construction. 
In April 1935 the council approved the excavation 
and gunite lining of a flood control channel to protect 
the plant.  On May 15, 1935, a notice of completion 
was issued to the contractor, and a letter was sent 
to Currie expressing satisfaction with its services.  
The photo above shows how the plant looked in 
1939 (from C. W. Short and R. Stanley-Brown, 
Public Buildings [Washington, DC: U.S. Government 

Printing Office, 1939]).

The treatment plant operated until 1983, when 
Laguna Beach sewage began to be piped to the new 
plant in Aliso Canyon. In 1989 when most of it was 
demolished at a cost of about $160,000. Public input 
at a council meeting on September 19, 1989, led the 
council to preserve the digester and the attached office, 
along with the vent pipe on the hillside above it. 

Save the Date! House Tour May 21 

This year’s Charm House Tour, on May 21, will feature 
five beautiful and original homes in a neighborhood 
defined by its eclectic charm. Tickets ($50 presale, 
$60 day of the tour) will become available April 1 
from Copy & Print Center, Cottage Furnishings, EGO 
Salon, Fawn Memories, the Hotel Laguna, and Laguna 
Beach Books or from Village Laguna at P.O. Box 1309 
or villagelaguna.org.
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What a treat!  I hadn’t been to Royal Thai Cuisine (1750 
South Coast Highway) in a while, but it was all very 
familiar. The restaurant is peaceful, the food is very good, 
the prices are reasonable, the service comes with a smile, 
there is ample parking, and you leave feeling rested and 
well fed. I’ll be going back soon. If you haven’t been 
lately or the restaurant is new to you, I recommend that 
you stop in and enjoy. 

My Favorite Local Business
by Verna Rollinger


